
[image: cover]


[image: cover]


Contents

Title Page

A knife in your pocket

A Sunday morning box of cakes

Helping shell peas

A glass of port

The smell of apples

A croissant in the street

The noise of a dynamo

An inhalation

We could almost eat outside

Blackberry picking

The first sip of beer

The motorway at night

An old train

The Tour de France

A banana split

Pot luck

Reading on the beach

Real Turkish delight

Sunday evening

The travelator at Montparnasse station

A trip to the cinema

An autumn sweater

On hearing a piece of news in the car

A garden in August

Getting your espadrilles wet

The snowstorm inside a paperweight

A newspaper for breakfast

The world of Agatha Christie

The mobile library

Frills below the counter

Looking through a kaleidoscope

Calling from a public telephone box

Cycle or bicycle?

Pétanque for beginners

About the Author

More on W&N

Copyright


A knife in your pocket

It certainly isn’t a kitchen knife. And it can’t be a flick-knife. But it’s not a penknife either. So let’s agree on an Opinel No. 6, or a Laguiole pocket-knife. The sort of knife you could picture belonging to a perfect, imaginary grandfather. A knife he’d have slipped into his thick-ribbed, chocolate brown corduroys. A knife he’d have pulled out of his pocket at lunch-time, impaling slices of saucisson on its tip, or wrapping his fingers around its blade as he carefully peeled an apple. The sort of knife which, once he’d drained the coffee from his glass, he’d have made a great show of closing – this being the signal for everyone to return to work.

I’m thinking of the sort of knife you dreamed about as a child: a knife fit to hew a bow and arrow, or to fashion a wooden sword with a bark hilt – the sort your parents always insisted was too dangerous for children.

And the purpose of this knife? For they don’t make grandfathers like that any more, and you’re no longer a child. A virtual knife then, with this lame excuse: ‘But you never know when it might come in handy – walks, picnics, even the odd job around the house when there aren’t any other tools around …’

Of course you know you’ll never use it. The pleasure lies elsewhere. In the selfish enjoyment of its aesthetic, its exotic wood or shiny mother-of-pearl handle, its cabalistic emblem – on the blade, a hand encircled by a crown, an umbrella, a nightingale, on the handle a bee. Symbol of a simpler life, nurturing a deeply satisfying sort of prejudice. In the age of the fax, it represents a rustic luxury. An object which you can truly call your own, which makes your pocket bulge pointlessly, which you can take out from time to time, not to use, but just to experience the simple pleasure of feeling it, looking at it, opening and closing it. Within the freedom of the present lurks the past. For a few seconds you become both the bucolic grandfather with his white moustache, and the child at the water’s edge where the scent of elder trees lingers. In the time it takes to open and close the blade, you’re not so much caught between two ages as straddling them. Therein lies the secret of the knife.


A Sunday morning box of cakes

A box crammed full of little individual cakes. One cream puff, one chocolate éclair, two strawberry tarts and one vanilla slice. You’ve chosen most of them with specific people in mind, but you’re still hesitating over that extra one for the gluttons. You take your time with each request. Armed with a pair of cake tongs, the assistant dives submissively towards the objects of your desire. She remains unflustered, even when forced to change boxes because the vanilla slice won’t fit. The box, of course, has an integral role to play. Flat, with a square base and sides that fold into a curve, it forms the foundations of a fragile edifice contemplating a troubled future.

‘I think that’s everything.’

On cue, the assistant smothers the box in a pyramid of pink paper, and then ties it up with brown ribbon. You support the parcel from underneath while paying, but as soon as you’re out of the door you grab hold of it by the string, swinging it gently away from your body. That’s more like it. Sunday cakes are made to be swung like a pendulum. High priest of tiny rites, you tread the fine line between arrogance and humility. This solemn show of piety, almost Magi-like, can seem a touch absurd. But your hanging pyramid is just as much a feature of the lazy Sunday pavements as the occasional leek that can be spied poking out of a shopping bag.

With a box of cakes in one hand, you cut a figure like Professor Calculus in Tintin – the perfect cover for braving the chattering crowds on their way back from mass, and the billowing smoke from the betting shops, cafés and bars. Sundays with the family, Sundays past, Sundays present – time hangs, as if in a thurible suspended by a length of brown ribbon. A slight stain appears on the outside of the box – that’ll be the cream puff.


Helping shell peas

It always happens at that low ebb of the morning when time stands still. The breakfast leftovers have been cleared, the smell of lunch simmering on the stove is still some way off and the kitchen is as calm as a church. Laid out on the waxed table-cloth: a sheet of newspaper, a pile of peas in their pods and a salad bowl.

Somehow you never manage to get in on the start of the operation. You were just passing through the kitchen on your way to the garden, to see if the post had arrived, when …

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

As if you didn’t already know the answer. Of course you can help. Just pull up a chair. Soon an invisible metronome will lull you into the cool hypnotic rhythm of shelling peas. The operation itself is deliciously simple. Use your thumb to press down on the join and the pod instantly opens itself, docile and yielding. For reluctant peas who disguise their youth with shrivelled skin, use the nail of your index finger to make an incision that will rip open the green and expose all the moisture and firm flesh beneath. You can send those little green balls rolling out at the push of a finger. The last one is unbelievably tiny. Sometimes you can’t resist crunching it. It tastes bitter, but fresh as an eleven o’clock kitchen where the water runs cold and the vegetables have just been peeled – nearby, next to the sink, naked carrots glisten on the tea towel where they’ve been left to dry.

You talk in little snippets of conversation, the words welling up from the calm inside you, and again an invisible music seems to be at play. Occasionally you raise your head at the end of a sentence, to look at the other person; they, of course, keep their head lowered – it’s all part of the code.

You talk about work, about plans, about feeling tired – steering clear of anything psychological. Shelling peas isn’t a time to explain things, it’s a time to go with the flow, in a detached sort of way. You’re looking at five minutes’ worth of work, but the pleasure lies in rolling up your sleeves and making the moment last, slowing down the morning pod by pod. You plunge your hand into the contents of the salad bowl and let the peas trickle through your fingers. They’re delicate as liquid, all those contiguous round shapes in a pea-green sea, and you’re actually surprised to discover that your hands aren’t wet. A long, fulfilled silence, and then: ‘Right, all we need now is someone to go and get the bread …’


A glass of port

It attracts hypocrisy from the outset: ‘Just a small glass of port, then …’

You hesitate ever so slightly, as if having to make an effort to be convivial. Far be it from you to behave like those killjoys who always turn down the offer of an aperitif. But the tone of your ‘just a small glass, then’ is concessionary rather than enthusiastic. You’ll play the game with a show of restraint: mezza voce, indulging only in furtive sips.

Port should be sipped and not drunk. This is partly because of its velvet body, and partly by way of parsimonious affectation. Let others abandon themselves to the bitter triumphs of whisky on the rocks or dry martini. Port drinkers appreciate the tepid warmth of the fading aristocracy, the taste of fruit from the curate’s garden and the old-fashioned sickliness of a recipe that brings a delicate blush to a young lady’s cheeks.

The two ‘o’s make gullies in the black base of the bottle. Porto. It’s as if you can hear it rolling towards the bottom of a dark abyss, below the lofty arch of a cavalheiro’s head. Both aristocratic and ecclesiastical, it embodies the time-honoured contradiction of austerity and gold. But caught in a glass, the darkness becomes a memory. More garnet than ruby-coloured, this viscous lava whispers tales of knives, of vengeful suns and convents put to the dagger. So much violence within the ritual of one small glass, within the prudence of dainty mouthfuls. A taste of burnished suns and stifled blows. A twisted taste of dark fruit, in which excess and brilliance drown. Each sip marks a partial return to the fiery source. Like a pleasure in reverse, only fully appreciated as sobriety gives way to deceit. Each time you swallow, the weight of that velvet registers more strongly. Red and black. Each mouthful embracing a lie.


The smell of apples

The moment you go down into the cellar, it hits you. So many apples, neatly stacked on upturned creates. So many memories. Not that this sudden rush of nostalgia was part of the plan. But what can you do? The smell is overwhelming. How could you have strayed so far from the bitter-sweet taste of childhood?

The wizened ones are the tastiest, a rich flavour locked within the wrinkles of that cheating skin. Not that you’d dream of eating them. That would mean transforming the suggestion of a smell into the reality of a taste. For beyond the wonderful potency of that scent lurks something more profound, something from within. The whiff of a better self. Autumn term. A page of scratchy downstrokes and upstrokes in blue ink. Rain beating on the roof, and a long evening ahead of you …

The smell of apples is more than a taste of the past. Its pungent intensity may transport you back in time, to a saltpetred cellar, a dark attic. But its secret lies in making you live the past within the present. Behind you, overgrown grass in a damp orchard. Ahead a warm breeze hovers in the shade. The smell fuses every shade of brown and red, with just a hint of acid green. It captures the essence of the skin’s softness, its subtle coarseness. Even though your mouth’s parched, you hold back. Nothing could make you violate that white flesh. Wait for October, for the ploughed earth
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